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Viva...what?
US Hegemony Under Siege, 
James Petras and Morris Morley. 
Verso, 1990.
Without Fear of Being Happy: 
Lula, The Workers Party and 
Brazil, Emir Sader and Ken Sil- 
verstein. Verso, 1991. Reviewed by 
Jim Levy.
Is the Left resurgent in Latin America? 
If so, why and what kind of Left? The 
authors of both of these studies agree 
that it is. (I myself do not share this 
optimistic view, for reasons I shall ex­
plain below.) Petras and Morley argue 
that the hegemony of the United States 
is under siege and the social move­
ments are growing in size and effec­
tiveness. Silverstein and Sader point 
to the rise of the Labor Party (Partido 
dos Trabalhadores) under the leader­
ship of Luis Inacio Lula da Silva 
(known simply as Lula) in Brazil.
James Petras and Morris Morley have 
produced a series of essays which 
form a challenging and provocative, if 
not a sustained, critique. They con­
tend that to understand the political 
economy of Latin America in the 1980s 
and beyond, it is necessary to recog­
nise three related developments: "the 
deterioration and breakdown of refor­
mist social-democratic governments; 
the emergence of mass social move­
ments and rising levels of class strug­
gle; and the revival of the Left and 
centre-Left (parliamentary and insur­
rectionary) as consequential political 
actors". The crisis of social democracy 
>s, they claim, the result of the inade­
quacy of the reform s attem pted, 
^onomic recession and falling living 
standards. This, it is argued, has led to 
*he increasing isolation of the social 
democratic regimes, the rise of social 
Movements and the increasing 
Popularity of what the authors call the 
electoralist Left".
^etras and Morley see social move­
ments, rather than political parties, as 
future vehicles for change. The so­
cial m ovem ent is more 
J'eterogeneous—it includes sectors of 
working class very difficult to 
Mobilise such as unemployed slum
dwellers, under-employed, highly 
mobile people, or lower middle class 
religious folk. And unlike the party 
which normally possesses a head­
quarters and a bureaucracy, the social 
movement is far less centralised and 
hence more flexible. At the same time, 
however, the social movement, be­
cause of its heterogeneity, 
decentralisation, and flexibility is also 
very vulnerable to division and co-op­
tion by the political class when condi­
tions permit parties to operate openly. 
And they conclude by claiming that 
"Objective conditions are maturing 
for a revival of revolutionary politics".
Without Fear o f Being Happy provides a 
more detailed analysis of the pos­
sibilities for fundamental reform— 
within Brazil. There, the Left "is not 
only alive and well, but growing" un­
like in eastern Europe or in most of 
Latin America. The evidence is the
31,000,000 votes gained by the Partido 
dos Trabalhadores (the PT or Workers 
Party) in the presidential election of 
1989.
Brazil is a country without a strong 
Leftist tradition. The Communist 
Party reached its zenith in 1947 with 
180,000 m em bers, eight daily 
new spapers and two publishing 
houses. But the Cold War pushed the 
party underground. A brief attempt at 
guerrilla warfare during the 1960s 
failed. The significance of the PT is that 
it breaks completely with the old Left.
The military government which began 
in 1964 with a coup and ended only in 
1990 oversaw very rapid economic 
development until the recession of the 
early 1970s, but did nothing about the 
distribution of the wealth. That, com­
bined with a slowing rate of growth, 
created the conditions for a restive 
middle class and an increasingly 
frustrated working class.
Prior to the appearance of the PT, the 
organised labour movement in Brazil 
was weak. What influence it enjoyed 
was restricted to the south-eastern 
region of Brazil dominated by the city 
and state of Sao Paulo, the most in­
dustrialised part of Brazil. It was in 
this area that the independent and
combative labour movement, which 
was to find expression in the PT, began 
in the late 1970s.
An obvious priority was to extend its 
influence to the interior. Publicly 
rejecting sectarianism  but openly 
identifying with the working class, the 
PT leadership found itself working 
closely with Church activists (up to 
this time, the only activists in the inte­
rior). Slowly the peasants and rural 
proletariat became aware of the new 
party.
In the national non-presidential elec­
tion of 1988, the PT scored 28.8% of the 
vote in Brazil's 100 largest cities and 
the largest number of votes among the 
three major parties. These results set 
the stage for the presidential election 
of 1989, the first election in 25 years in 
which the people were permitted to 
vote directly for their President. The 
PT's platform included: the immedi­
ate suspension of payments on the 
debt; the 'democratisation' but not 
privatisation of the state sector of the 
economy; a frontal attack on inflation 
(how is not made clear in the book); an 
agrarian reform which would break 
up and redistribute holdings of over 
1,500 hectares; and a more inde­
pendent foreign policy. A surge in 
Lula's popularity resulted in a filthy 
campaign run by the rightwing media 
in favour of the rightwing candidate 
Collor de Mello. The results: Collor 
received 35 ,000,000 votes,; Lula
31,000,000.
The PT had established itself as a 
major and legitimate independent 
force in Brazilian politics. It overcame 
the impediments to organising a party 
to represent many of the interests 
struggling within social movements: 
women, students, Indians, blacks, in­
tellectuals, Church leaders, etc. It 
created an effective organisation from 
the bottom up rather than from the top 
down. It did not, however, elaborate 
"a strategy for transforming Brazilian 
capitalism into a democratic socialist 
society, using the former's own politi­
cal institutions".
The issues raised by these two books 
are fundam ental to any under­
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standing of the Latin American dilem­
ma. On the one hand, it is obvious that 
capitalism has not triumphed in the 
region, not even for the wealthy. They 
live either in fear of the revolution 
which will confiscate their assets or of 
the bandits who, by force, will begin 
to accumulate their own capital. There 
is precious little consensus anywhere 
in Latin America, nor is there a vision 
of an acceptable capitalist society 
despite the momentary triumph of 
neo-liberalism.
On the other hand, there is no satisfac­
tory socialist project at the moment 
nor, frankly, is there much support for 
one. I was struck during a recent visit 
to Argentina by the enormous political 
and econom ic space available to 
capitalism. And the election results in 
Nicaragua speak for themselves. Yes, 
there is m ass p rotest in Latin 
America—but that is just the problem: 
it is protest. Everyone knows what 
they are against, but only a handful 
know what they are for— or how to get 
it. With the collapse of the regimes, 
and the system, in eastern Europe, 
combined with the enormous difficul­
ties confronted by the experiments of 
Cuba, Chile and Nicaragua, there are 
few directions for the Left in Latin 
America.
I do not share the optimism of Petras 
and Morley. While we agree that US 
hegemony is in decline, it is arguable 
whether capitalism itself is in decline. 
True, there are serious warnings of an 
impending crisis but the leading 
capitalists of Europe and Asia with 
their vastly increased wealth, have 
resources and ideas with which to
combat the difficulties. They are not 
fools and their major task, it would 
seem, is to pull the US back into line. 
That means getting the US govern­
ment to reduce its destabilising 
budget deficit and to divert capital 
from speculation into production.
They may not be able to do so, and that 
is worrying for all of us. Not only does 
it leave the US with a huge military 
which has nowhere to go, but it also 
leaves that huge deficit which must be 
at least partially paid off. Why does 
the US leadership fail to do die ob­
vious? The answer to this is only part­
ly the result of the trium ph of 
speculative capital over productive 
capital, and of the military intelligence 
and coercive agencies of government 
over the economic and commercial 
bureaucracies. Rather, it is because 
domestic politics in the US, profound­
ly affected as they are by the develop­
m ent, regionally  as w ell as 
ideologically , of the m ilitary-in­
dustrial complex, simply will not per­
mit its rapid demobilisation. These are 
the economic, political and social for­
ces which contribute so decisively to 
the making of the budget and to the 
re-election possibilities of the senators 
and representatives. Thus, on one 
level (that of control over the market) 
US hegemony is under siege. But 
m ilitarily  the US is trium phant, 
dominant, invincible—and likely to 
remain so for the time being.
This does not leave a lot of space for 
the Latin American Left. What is avail­
able is the niche wherein some justice 
may be achieved. It may allow, for 
exam ple, the controlled  use or
elimination of pesticides in an area, or 
better child care facilities in a com­
munity, But thoroughgoing changes 
to the system seem to be out for the 
time being. And besides, change to 
what? Here the Left is in grave dif­
ficulties. It is not just a matter of recog­
nising that we can no longer afford 
utopias (let alone dream them up); 
rather, it is recognising that we live in 
a capitalist world which will not dis­
appear quickly or easily.
It is doubtful that capitalism will 
develop in Latin  A m erica even 
remotely along the same lines as in 
w estern  Europe. So far, it  has 
produced misery for the masses and 
benefits for possibly 30% of the 
region's population. Yet the difficul­
ties of defining an effective socialist 
program are immense. When the PT 
claims that it will tackle inflation effec­
tively and with justice, just how will 
that be accomplished? The admission 
by Sader and Silverstein that the party 
has not yet developed a coherent 
economic program emphasises the 
tragedy confronted by the Left in Latin 
America. The old ideas and practices 
have been found wanting; the old 
enemies remain as powerful as ever; 
and the Left agenda needs a total 
renovation. The problem is not dis­
tribution; it is clearly production. In 
the meantime, the struggle will be 
long and difficult and, based on the 
evidence of the past, the changes will 
be gradual.
JIM LEVY teaches in Spanish and Latin 
American Studies at the University of 
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Trial and Terror
The Silencer by Simon Louvish 
(London, B loom sbury, 1992). 
Reviewed by Matthew Schulz.
It seems a strange thing for me to write 
a review on a political thriller set 
among the chaotic zones of the Israeli- 
P alestin ian  feud. Firstly , I have 
probably read fewer (official, back- 
cover verified) thrillers than I am able 
to count upon one hand; and secondly,
my knowledge of Middle Eastern 
politics is, to say the least, embarrass­
ingly flimsy.
Yet, despite these gaps in 
knowledge—and perhaps, to an ex­
tent, because of them—I found myself 
enjoying Simon Louvish's new novel 
The Silencer. It is not a book in which 
the reader is supposed to feel steady; 
rather, one flaps and flounders among 
the manic descriptions of politics and
espionage, and the often wild use of 
language. The con fu sin g  plot 
reminded me of a novel by another 
Jewish author, Kafka's The Trial—in 
which the central character, K, is ar­
rested and put on trial for a crime 
which is never explained, either to K 
or the reader.
Louvish's prose is more anarchic than 
Kafka's, but The Silencer's Joe Dekel, a 
leftw ing journalist and one-tim e
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